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Introduction 
 
“… university libraries, while differing in the specifics of their goals, generally 
embrace the obligation to collect, preserve, and make available primary source 
materials for both current scholarship and future research” (Hewitt 1998). 
 
This paper explores some of the challenges faced by the Fryer Library, the special 
collections branch of the University of Queensland Library responsible for 
manuscripts and pictorial materials, as well as theses and rare books.  The challenges 
are not dissimilar to those being met by other cultural agencies or institutions as well 
as other academic libraries. The challenges covered include collection development, 
access and preservation, making appropriate responses to the research imperative, as 
well as promotion of services and collections, and servicing the community at large. 
The paper outlines the research library context and concludes with experiences of 
cross-sectoral collaborations and future opportunities.  
 
Background 
 
Special collections within universities frequently emerged from within particular 
departments.  Academics or groups of academics collected materials to support their 
interests in teaching and research and housed them in their own offices.  The history 
of the University of Queensland Library’s special collections is no exception.  The 
Fryer Memorial Library of Australian Literature was established in early 1927 by the 
Students’ Dramatic Society to commemorate their late Vice-President, John Denis 
(Jack) Fryer.  Dr. Frederick Robinson, a lecturer in Modern Languages, was initially 
custodian with the reading room “approached through Dr. Robinson’s own study” 
(Thomis 1985).  The Library began with a collection of works not only of Australian 
literature, but also a more general Australiana collection.  The Fryer collection was 
maintained in the English Department until the 1950s when it became part of the 
University of Queensland Library. 
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The Fryer Library has now developed into one of the largest collections of 
manuscripts in Australian academic libraries and is the branch responsible for the 
University of Queensland Library’s special collections.  The collections also contain 
rare books, theses, pictures, ephemera and architectural plans.  The Fryer Library’s 
particular strengths are in Australian literature, history and political culture, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies, theatre, art and architecture. For its 
whole history, the Fryer Library undertook a deliberate program to build a research-
level collection of Australian literary works and critical studies on Australian history.  
The acquisition of the Hayes collection in 1967 ensured that most Australian writers 
of fiction, essays, poetry and literary criticism from the earliest days of Australian 
writing to the 1960s were represented in the Library’s collections.   
 
The Fryer Library is one of the University of Queensland Cybrary’s 13 branches.  The 
University of Queensland Library uses the term Cybrary to describe its integration of 
cyberspace and physical space, virtual and real information resources and online and 
in person service delivery.  The Cybrary facilitates excellence in teaching, creates an 
appropriate learning and research environment, anticipates and responds to student 
learning and research needs, contributes to positive graduate outcomes and provides 
the information infrastructure necessary for leading edge research activity. 
 
Collections  
 
Collection Framework 
In university special libraries, collections underpin the service offered to clients. 
Never before have the collections served the broad range of clients they do today. 
Once the province of traditional research scholars; faculty and students, the Fryer also 
serves community members such as private researchers, heritage consultants, local 
and even family historians. 
 
A framework has been developed by OCLC Research to represent the increasingly 
complex universe of collections (OCLC 2004).  The Collections Grid is applicable to 
collections of all types, including libraries, museums, archives, historical societies etc. 
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There are four quadrants in the grid, each representing a group of resources. The Fryer 
collections, like those in museums, fall largely into the high stewardship and high 
uniqueness grouping. They are high maintenance, requiring access and preservation 
strategies and special physical environments or space, with the Library adopting a 
more curatorial role than is the case for the other types of collections.  Access, 
preservation and space are the three of the main challenges at the Fryer with 
collection building a fourth and this paper will briefly explore each of these aspects.  
 
Access 
Access is defined as “a means of discovery” whereby clients become aware of the 
existence of material though multiple pathways which include descriptive metadata or 
cataloguing, word of mouth, references in the literature etc and are then able to use 
the material either directly or virtually (Jones 2003).  
 
Fryer has extensive collections in a range of formats. On the positive side, 110,000 
published volumes have online records, as well as all the theses and microforms. 
There are catalogue records for all the major manuscript collections and an increasing 
number have detailed listings available online. However, some of the treasures are 
hidden because access is via legacy card catalogues and manual finding aids that can 
only be used in the Library. There are also unprocessed and under processed 
collections of manuscripts, photographs, book jackets, ephemera and architectural 
plans. Since the collections are housed in closed stacks, they are not accessible to 
clients by browsing and access to this material is staff-dependent. Long-time staff are 
the source of expertise for these collections and this expertise is now being utilised to 
create online finding aids.  
 
The challenge to improve access is one faced by many other special collections 
managers in academic and research libraries both in Australia and the United States. 
The Australian Library Collections Task Force undertook a survey of unique 
collections of substantial research value and not recorded on the National 
Bibliographic Database (NBD) in 1999 (Australian Library Collections Task Force 
1999).  The survey found that there are significant amounts of material in Australian 
libraries not recorded on the NBD that may be uncatalogued, or recorded only on card 
or local online systems. In the US, A White Paper for the Association of Research 
Libraries Task Force on Special Collections illustrates the problem quantitatively, 
stating that “Libraries are simply unable to keep up with backlogs” and estimating 
that unprocessed collections range from 15% for printed volumes to 27% for 
manuscripts and 46% for artefacts (Jones 2003). 
 
Other strategies to improve access at Fryer include the creation of more electronic 
catalogue records and provide virtual access through digitisation and collaboration.  A 
retrospective cataloguing project targeting single item manuscripts is currently 
underway. Collaborative initiatives are extending our reach in the virtual 
environment. For example, Fryer contributed finding aids to the Australian Literary 
Manuscripts Project (2000) with six other partners and our manuscript records can be 
found on the Register of Australian Archives and Manuscripts (2003). 
 
Digitisation 
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Two significant photographic collections are available online. Images of early 
Brisbane: a selection of slides from the Alcock Collection were digitised, with the 
help of a Local History Grant from the Brisbane City Council (University of 
Queensland Cybrary 2004). The Hume Collection is an outstanding photographic 
resource documenting the life of the Hume family, living on the Darling Downs, 
Queensland, in the nineteenth century (University of Queensland Cybrary 2004). All 
these images are also available through PictureAustralia (2004). The University of 
Queensland was the first university to join this successful collaboration in 2000. Other 
suitable collections for digitisation are now being identified in consultation with 
faculty.  
 
Preservation and Space 
Preservation and space for expanding collections are two further challenges, 
particularly in sub-tropical Brisbane. Like other collecting institutions, the Fryer 
Library endeavours to maintain collections in optimum conditions. With space at a 
premium at the University, it is an ongoing challenge to suitably house the expanding 
paper-based collection and store and preserve their digital counterparts.  
 
Collection building 
Collection building, particularly in the emerging electronic environment, is another 
challenge. Acquiring primary source materials that are “born digital” and authentic is 
a huge issue that would require an entire paper to address. Ensuring that Fryer is seen 
as the repository of choice by donors in target collecting areas, as well as purchasing 
suitable manuscripts and published works is an ongoing priority.  
 
Research Imperative 
 
Universities invest in local research infrastructure to support researchers and research 
students, as well as contribute to the research infrastructure of the nation through 
collaborative partnerships.  Increasingly, research relies upon people and system 
networks that span institutions and geographical boundaries.  Interdisciplinary 
research and study are commonplace.  The modern university identifies strategically 
important areas of research and directs support to areas of strength.  This is the only 
viable strategy if universities are to be internationally competitive.  How do special 
collections remain an indispensable part of the research library’s mission in an 
environment where successful research outcomes are a key determinant of funding? 
 
A survey of the websites of all 39 Australian universities carried out for this paper 
found 22 libraries which self-identified as holding special collections consisting of 
mainly of rare books, theses and manuscripts. 
 
Australian university library special collections are diverse, ranging from the 
extensive holding of the Group of 8 libraries (the Universities of Sydney, Melbourne, 
Queensland, Western Australia, Adelaide, New South Wales, Monash and the 
Australian National University) to more regionally based collections such as New 
England, Newcastle, James Cook and Central Queensland. There are some interesting 
collections focused on individuals or particular organisations. Prime Ministerial 
collections are a feature. They may have their own centre or be part of the library. 
Examples are the John Curtin Prime Ministerial Library at Curtin (2003), Alfred 
Deakin Prime Ministerial Library at Deakin (2003) and the Bob Hawke Prime 
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Ministerial Collection at the University of South Australia (2001). The Adelaide 
Fringe Festival collection at Flinders (2003) and the Australian League of Rights 
collection at the University of New England (2001) are examples of organisation-
based collections.  
 
There are numerous examples of collections assembled by individuals. These fall into 
two main categories  - former scholars of the university such as the Brunner 
Collection of Egyptological materials at Macquarie (2003) and our own Hanger 
Collection of Australian Playscripts (2004) or collections formed by an enthusiastic 
subject specialist or collector such as the Vera Bradford Music Collection at Monash 
(2003) and the Fryer Library’s Hayes Collection (2004). Father Leo Hayes (1889-
1967) was a parish priest in southern Queensland for many years. He built an 
astonishing collection of over 100,000 items, his interests encompassing ethnology, 
geology, history, theology and literature. As his collection grew, it became famous in 
literary circles, and many noted Australian writers presented him with inscribed 
copies of their books. 
 
Within university communities, the support for special collections is often centred in 
particular Faculties, where interest groups at times adopt almost a custodial role, 
watching to ensure that the library commits adequate resources to these “dearly 
loved” collections.  There are increasingly concerns raised that fewer and fewer 
scholars and librarians appreciate the value of special collections and how special 
collections contribute to national and international scholarship (Wendorf 2002). These 
concerns are directed at research libraries generally, whether University, State or 
National libraries.   
 
The Association of Research Libraries (ARL) in the United States developed an 
Action Agenda for Special Collections (Association of Research Libraries 2001).  This 
was endorsed by its Board of Directors in a statement of principles which commit 
members to a number of actions in support of collections of primary source materials 
as part of their fundamental mission, including funding, space, collection building and 
collaboration (Association of Research Libraries, ARL Task Force on Special 
Collections 2002).  There does not appear to have been a similar appeal to research 
libraries here in Australia, which would bring together university libraries and the 
National and State Libraries to support an action agenda based upon the position – 
‘without a special collection and related services then a library cannot claim to be a 
research library.’  Perhaps this is an action we should consider.   
 
It is not only research libraries, though, that have an obligation to collect, preserve 
and make available the primary, historical and cultural record.  The appeal to support 
an action agenda and statement of principles may well extend to archives and other 
cultural agencies. Returning to our earlier question, how do special collections remain 
an indispensable part of our mission, there is no doubt that promotion and 
collaboration are the key strategies we need to adopt.   
 
Promotional Activities 
 
Promotion within our own institutions and to our governing bodies, promotion to 
regional communities, promotion to the national and international community of 
scholars, and what may seem surprising to some, promotion within our own 
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professional groups are strategies that many of us are already pursuing.  Promotional 
activities where libraries, museums and galleries join together to not only showcase 
our treasures, but also to demonstrate how we make a vital contribution to the culture 
and education of the community, are essential. Exhibitions - physical as well as 
online, educational programs, websites and conferences that bring together the 
different professions as well as researchers are some of the approaches we can 
identify.  
 
The University of Queensland Library is committed to collecting and providing 
access to primary sources, which may be print or digital, images or sound.  In order to 
maintain and further develop our collections of manuscripts, rare books, pictures, 
objects and architectural plans, the Library must have the support of not only a broad 
cross-section of the University community, including the University’s administrators, 
but needs to also attract the support of the local community. This is not easy in a 
prevailing social and political environment where there is much questioning about the 
‘value of public goods and the open availability of resources’.  
 “[L]ibraries, museums and related organisations [are being challenged] to show that 
they can make a difference, that they add value, and they are central to educational 
and civic missions.” (OCLC 2004) 
 
Collections of cultural significance and research value attract ’friends’.  Advocacy 
groups that promote a Library’s special collections to the wider community – 
including convincing those with the mandate to govern of the cultural heritage value 
of special collections, may be referred to as ‘The Friends’, ‘The Library Society’ or 
‘The Library Foundation’.  Whatever the title, these groups generally share an 
enthusiasm for books and scholarship, and have a commitment to raising funds and 
attracting donors to support the collections.  
 
The Friends of Fryer group at the University of Queensland has a long history.  As 
with many support groups, its level of activity has ebbed and waned over time.  In 
2003, the Library put in place a more formal structure for the Friends group. Leading 
members of the academic, school and business communities joined the new Friends of 
Fryer Committee led by the Friends’ patron, Mrs. Kaye de Jersey.  As part of the 
process in establishing this committee, other Friends groups and Library Societies, 
both in Australia and overseas, were investigated.  Most groups performed a similar 
role to the one identified for the Friends of Fryer. 
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The Role of the Friends of Fryer 
• To enrich the Fryer Library through encouraging the donation of 
funds and appropriate material  
The Fryer Library must continue to build its collections to maintain its pre-
eminence as a national research collection. The focus of the Friends is to support 
in tangible ways the development of these collections through the discovery and 
purchase of those scarce and rare materials that cannot be supported from the 
Library's core funds.  
 
The Friends of Fryer promote, encourage and assist the library's activities 
recruiting supporters who will donate both funds and materials.  
• To promote knowledge of and interest in the Fryer Library  
A stimulating program of events and activities will enrich the Friends' knowledge 
of the Fryer Library and include:  
- Meetings, lectures and seminars  
- Displays presented in conjunction with functions and as separate 
 endeavours featuring topics relevant to Fryer Library collections  
- A regular newsletter and other publications to promote the  research and 
community value of the Fryer Library collections.  
 
(University of Queensland Cybrary 2003) 
 
In the worldwide shift from public to private support for and provision of goods and 
services, advocacy groups may well come into their own.  It would appear that 
everyone is making friends. The National Library of Australia’s website promotes 
Friends of Australian Libraries (2004), fostering community support.  A search of 
Australian Museums and Galleries Online (AMOL) (2004) will lead an interested 
supporter to Friends associations for museums and galleries located from Perth in 
Western Australia to Hervey Bay in Queensland.   
At the same time, while voices to counter those of the economic rationalists are 
needed- and Friends can certainly assist with this- it remains imperative in the 
prevailing economic landscape for libraries; museums; archives and galleries to have 
a ‘clearly articulated demonstration of value’.  The ‘public good’ defence is not 
sufficient.   
In academic institutions, the value as perceived by the university community is that of 
contributing the research priorities as identified by Faculties and Schools and 
represented in the University’s Strategic Plan.  When appealing to the wider 
community for support, it is not always easy to identify why some individuals feel 
such a sense of ownership of the collections.  For some, the value is the ability – if not 
the right- to pursue personal research.  For others it is a personal association, whether 
as a student or as an employee of the University at some time of their career.  And 
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then there are those who have an enthusiasm for books and recognise the cultural 
heritage value of the collections. It is the role of our Friends to garner this support. 
 
Collaboration 
 
“Collaboration makes it possible for every institution to capitalize on the professional 
traditions and expertise of all” (Bishoff 2004). The Cybrary is involved in various 
formal cooperative partnerships through its membership of GO8 (Group of Eight), 
OCLC (Online Computer Library Centre), IFLA (International Federation of Library 
Associations and Institutions), IATUL (International Association of Technological 
University Libraries), CAUL (Council of Australian University Librarians), 
Universitas 21 Libraries, Kinetica, and QULOC (Queensland University of Libraries 
Office of Cooperation). 
 
The Cybrary and the University Librarian in her own right have developed links with 
cultural agencies across Australia from the GLAM (Galleries, Libraries Archives and 
Museums) sectors.   The University Librarian, Mrs. Janine Schmidt was personally 
appointed to represent libraries on the National Collections Advisory Forum.  The 
establishment of the recently announced industry body, the Collections Council of 
Australia, has possibilities for future collaboration.  
 
At Fryer, there are productive collaborations within the library sector in initiatives 
such as PictureAustralia discussed earlier. Fryer also collaborates in events such as 
the Brisbane Writer’s Festival. We are actively seeking new partners from other 
sectors and will be ensuring that we have a stronger presence on Australian Museums 
Online. A new partnership with the recently opened Museum of Brisbane (MoB) will 
see Fryer and MoB working together on our first project and exhibition ‘Radical 
Brisbane’. MoB will draw heavily for both research and loans on the Fryer’s 
extensive collection of radical material.  As MoB is not a collecting institution, it has 
been agreed that Fryer will accept donations of material collected from the public for 
the exhibition.  
 
The University of Queensland Cybrary is also a partner in the Australian Digital 
Theses Program, a distributed database of digital versions of theses produced by 
postgraduate research students at over 20 participating Australian universities. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has addressed some of the challenges facing special collections managers 
in an academic environment. These are indeed testing times for universities as 
competition for funding increases and the Department of Education, Science and 
Training announces yet another change to the way research funding is allocated. What 
is the future for university special collections in such an environment? At Fryer, we 
believe that if we can continue to demonstrate the value our holdings of unique 
material add to the University of Queensland’s teaching, learning and research 
programs, as well as the community profile that such a collection confers, the future 
of Fryer is assured. Indeed the prestige of the University is enhanced because our 
unique collections attract continuing interest from nationally and internationally 
recognised scholars and contribute to this University’s excellent reputation in the field 
of research in the humanities and social sciences. 
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